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was no water within a mile, either for drinking purposes or with
which to fight the blaze. The land was heavy with sun-baked
timber which had been felled and left in the sun to disintegrate.
It was highly inflammable and almost impossible to extinguish
once it got under way. Even buried roots would smoulder
and ignite others. The course of the afternoon wind was
such as to cause the flames to menace the entire enormous
valley. Thousands of acres of tinder-dry bananas lay in
the direct path of the flames.
The men moved sullenly toward the ever-growing blaze as
it was whipped up by the blast of scorching dust-laden trade
wind. You couldn't blame them for not wanting to face
what they had to face.
" All right, men/' we shouted in Spanish. " Let's cut
down every plant from this road up to the fire."
Down came row after row of plants. Machetes clipped
low the brittle brush and grass. Rakes hastily scraped the
land clean of all woody vegetation. Money and labour and
sweat were pitted against that fire. Within an hour the men
had cut a path through the farm through which ten trucks
could drive abreast. The plants had been severed flush with
the earth, the debris, green and brown, dragged back. Then
the entire expanse had been raked, the layer of dry humus
scraped up with flaying blades and the bare ground finally
exposed. All racial differences and physical suffering were
forgotten under the driving influence of those hissing sheets
of flame. Men worked like demons, some stripped to the
waist, their brown bodies bathed in sweat, all grunting tod
gasping with the terrific exertion of the fight.
But it was to no avail. The afternoon sirocco, hot and
dreadful, was gaining in power every moment. It was a
race against time. Frenziedly the men slashed and beat
at the burning trash. Abruptly the wind sprang up against
them, whistling across the farm, fluttering the parched, brown
leaves of a million dying plants, fanning die sparks into
jagged, whip-cracking flames which waved and bellied across
the sky Eke giant sheets hung out to dry in the wind. Showers
of embers went spinning crazily into the air? sky-rocketing